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R500Across Europe, most people will 
nowadays accept that human activity 
is causing climate change and that 
we need to do something about it. 
However, this is clearly not the case 
in the US, and the way in which the 
perception of climate change evolved 
there reveals a serious problem in 
science communication. 
As communications researcher 
Matthew Nisbet from the American 
University at Washington, DC 
explained at the recent conference 
‘Framing Research’ of the Danish 
Association of Science Journalists 
(Copenhagen, 11th June 2009), it 
is all a question of how a scientific 
issue is ‘framed’, i.e. presented in 
a specific context, and turned into 
a story that resonates with what 
the audience already knows. To 
European audiences familiar with 
the notions of limited resources and 
pollution problems since the 1970s, 
climate change easily fits in with the 
expectation that industrial activity has 
unwanted side effects. People already 
concerned about the environment 
simply had to replace yesterday’s 
pollutants, such as sulphur dioxide, 
with the new cause for concern, 
carbon dioxide. 
In the US, however, climate sceptics 
managed to put the issue into a 
completely different context. With the 
involuntary help from Al Gore and his 
documentary An Inconvenient Truth, 
they portrayed climate change as a 
scare story made up by ‘Hollywood 
liberals’. Thus it ended up becoming 
a partisan issue. While the majority 
of Democrat supporters continued 
to trust the scientific view on climate 
change, support among Republican 
supporters dropped away steeply. 
In such a situation, where large 
parts of the population believe 
they are being lied to by political 
opponents, Nisbet explained, no 
amount of scientific information 
or outreach activities can restore 
confidence in what scientists believe 
to be the truth. Any further scientific 
evidence presented by Gore and 
his friends will only cause people 
on the right to rally behind their 
Presenting scientific evidence in 
a certain context may bias public 
perception significantly.  
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Framing research flag of opposition to what they now perceive as a ‘liberal’ cause.  “People 
use partisanship as an information 
shortcut,” Nisbet said. 
As a remedy, Nisbet suggests to 
reframe climate change debates 
into contexts that are directly 
relevant to people and that they can 
discuss with someone they trust. 
For instance, medical professionals 
could inform them about the specific 
health risks that could arise locally 
due to climate change, such as the 
return of malaria and other infectious 
diseases. 
Other frames that may help 
to break what he describes as a 
“partisan gridlock” on climate change 
include the economic development 
frame, where climate change action 
can be presented as a path to 
recovery. Obama’s administration is 
actively promoting this perspective 
with soundbites such as “creating 
green jobs”.
Portrayal of GM plants in 
a ‘Frankenstein’s monster’ 
frame, resonating very strongly 
with existing fears of the  
audience, killed off the 
 commercial opportunities  
for GM crops in Denmark  
and other European countries
At the same conference, plant 
scientist Barbara Ann Halkier from 
the University of Copenhagen gave 
a researcher’s perspective on the 
debate surrounding GM plants.  
Halkier identified glucosinolates 
in cruciferous vegetables, such as 
broccoli, and developed methods to 
produce these compounds, which 
are believed to be active against 
several kinds of cancer, in other 
plants. In her view, portrayal of GM 
plants in a ‘Frankenstein’s monster’ 
frame, resonating very strongly with 
existing fears of the audience, killed 
off the commercial opportunities 
for GM crops in Denmark and other 
European countries. And European 
authorities seeking to bring GM crops 
back onto the agenda are continuing 
to struggle.
A historic example for 
communication researchers to study 
is the story of nuclear energy, which has been recast in many different 
guises, from “electricity too cheap 
to meter”, via “runaway technology”, 
through to today’s frame as “zero-
carbon energy”.
For scientists trying to communicate 
their work and their worldview, it is 
important to realise that “there is no 
such thing as unframed information”, 
as Nisbet says, and that context 
may create communication gridlock, 
where throwing more information at 
a sceptical audience simply doesn’t 
help. In cases such as the notorious 
evolution vs. creation debate in the 
US, science communicators need to 
find new ways to bypass the gridlock.
In a successful framing exercise 
that managed to reach parts of 
the population normally immune 
to science, biologist E.O. Wilson 
presented environmental stewardship 
as an issue of morality and ethics. 
Presented as an open letter to a 
Baptist minister, Wilson’s book The 
Creation: An Appeal to Save Life 
on Earth emphasized the common 
respect for nature he shares with 
religious people, rather than the 
differences in detail. 
For science journalists, an 
awareness of framing means that 
they learn to mistrust the bias 
included in the framing of information 
they receive, such as press releases. 
Michael de Laine, a science journalist 
based at Køge and chairman of 
the Danish Science Journalists’ 
Association, says: “We have to ask 
ourselves: who’s responsible for 
the framing at any time; is anything 
missing or is there an attempt to 
cover something up;  why is the story 
framed the way it is? And do I accept 
such framing? Do I reframe it for my 
readers?”
Meanwhile, Al Gore has also 
reframed his message. In an attempt 
to break up the perception of climate 
change as a partisan issue, his latest 
campaign pairs up personalities from 
both sides of the political spectrum 
to voice their shared concern over 
climate change. 
Matthew Nisbet’s blog: 
http://scienceblogs.com/framing-science/  
Conference website: 
http://www.dissensus.dk 
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